The 
Introduction
In this study, we discuss factors that could lead to sustainable regional integration in the South Pacific. We do this by reporting on the antecedents of the current state of regional integration efforts in the South Pacific. We also report on the perceptions of the stakeholders on the approaches to, and the benefits of IT resource backed integration in this region. The outcome of this research will provide important insights in suggesting an IT resources backed regional integration model for the South Pacific.
Regional integration is a process in which countries enter into an agreement to enhance regional cooperation and development (Lee et al., 2009) . IT resource fbacked regional integration relates to the use of collaborative IT resources to develop an integration infrastructure, which includes use of the Internet and Web 2.0 technologies. Regional integration agreements could be both economic and political. However, regional integration agreements have generally become a political economy initiative where commercial purposes are the means to achieve broader socio-political and security objectives (Akpan-Obong et al., 2009) . Popularised in the 1980s, today all countries in the world are part of at least one regional bloc (Schiff et al., 2003) .
Leveraging IT resources creates an environment conducive towards IT-enabled cross-border cooperation. Such an environment has the potential to accelerate regional integration initiatives through enhancing communication and collaboration, facilitating the creation, storage, sharing of knowledge, and engendering the ideal of a single unified community. We define this innovative form of IT-enabled regional integration as IT-backed regional integration. However, the use of IT tools in facilitating regional integration in the Pacific, unfortunately, is still nascent. The South Pacific region can benefit significantly from an IT-backed regional integration infrastructure. An IT-backed regional integration infrastructure requires multiple stages of investigation and development. Our eventual aim is to develop an IT-resources backed model of regional integration for the South Pacific. One of the first aspects of this model development exercise is the understanding of the environment in which the model would be adopted. To do this, we adopt a case study based approach to achieve two key outcomes. The first is obtaining the stakeholders' perceptions on the antecedents of the current stage of regional integration in the South Pacific. The second is obtaining the stakeholders' perceptions on the approaches to and the benefits of IT-backed regional integration infrastructure.
The primary data collection method in our research design was the semi-structured interview. We interviewed twenty five individuals from five South Pacific countries. These individuals occupied various positions of regional integration interest. Our detailed analysis of the interview data revealed that an impeding IT infrastructure, marginal human IT skills, disparity in level of development, monopolised communication infrastructure, and a frail political will as key antecedents of IT resource backed regional integration failures in the South Pacific. The interviewees also suggested that focus on enabling IT infrastructure, equitable IT development in the region, greater awareness on the potential of the modern IT resources, market liberalisation of the information and telecommunications sector, greater political support for IT initiatives in building a national and regional IT infrastructure are important in developing an IT-backed regional integration model for the South Pacific.
The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. The following section will discuss IT resource backed regional integration, the section following will present a brief overview of the South Pacific context. We then present the study's theoretical framework, and discuss the research design. The final sections of the paper discuss results of the study and provide implications and limitations of the research.
IT Resource Backed Regional Integration
The relationship between IT resources and regional integration efforts in the developing economies is not well considered in the extant literature. A few, for example, Akpan-Obong and Parmentier (2009) review IT initiatives and the potential impact of these initiatives for regional integration in Africa and South America. Within these regions, IT and regional integration are perceived as integral to socioeconomic and political development. However, IT and regional integration are pursued as separate paths of development. Akpan-Obong and Parmentier (2009) also report that significant social and political impediments exist that hinder regional integration. While, the development of IT infrastructure alone is not sufficient to overcome these challenges, it has the potential to tame goal incongruence and political subjugation concerns of the developing countries. This situation is possible because appropriate use of IT resources, for example social networking and cloud computing resources, will provide a sense of shared ownership and independence to these countries.
The appeal of regional integration is particularly pertinent and timely for developing economies. The increasing connectedness and volatility of the global economy is affecting developing economies the most (The World Bank, 2009 ). Individually, developing economies lack the capacity to thrive in this type of environment. Collectively, however, these economies are able to better manage and direct their scarce resources to insulate from external economic shocks. Furthermore, regional integration efforts provide the impetus for economic growth and development. This outcome has been evident in Europe, and the Caribbean (Dion, 2004) .
Scepticism about the Pacific Island Countries' (PICs) readiness to pursue regional integration has been highlighted by Powell (2005) . However the member states' leaders of the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat (PIFS) have attempted to face this challenge by endorsing "The Pacific Plan for Strengthening Regional Cooperation and Integration" in October 2005. This shows that despite the potential obstacles, regional integration is perceived as a desirable social good in the Pacific. However, the 2012 annual progress report shows that it still has a long way to go in achieving its goal of "enhancing and stimulating economic growth, sustainable development, good governance and security for Pacific countries through regionalism" (PIFS, 2007) .
Past regional integration efforts of developing countries have largely been unsuccessful (Foroutan, 1993) . Political reasons may contribute to some of these unsuccessful outcomes. However, given the distance among the countries of the Pacific region and the isolation of the smaller island states, a major hurdle to successful regional integration is the lack of a transparent, inclusive and dynamic communication and collaboration platform on which to engage on regional integration initiatives (Gnansounou et al., 2007) . In order for a regional bloc to work, it has to give a voice to all its member states, not only the powerful ones. When even the remotest island states in the region are allowed or even encouraged to collaborate with the rest of the region, their input will undoubtedly enrich the discourse on how the region can actively participate in the global economy despite its size and distance. Furthermore, the island states' ability to express their views on an equal footing with the rest of the region would allay any fears that integration is merely a means for the more powerful members to achieve political, economic, or cultural subjugation. If this collaborative platform could be achieved, then the Pacific region could be united in its pursuit to pool resources and develop strategies for the benefit of all its member states. The Internet would become the key source of information on various issues within the South Pacific region. The countries of the region could share and obtain information about each other through the Internet. This sharing of information would be the catalyst to identify synergies between the operations of various countries. This synergy would form the basis for integrating various aspects of their operations using the Internet as the key facilitation and communication tool. This situation is so because one of the key factors that deter sharing of information and ideas is the lack of knowledge and understanding of the operations of the neighbouring countries. Connectivity through Internet would encourage transparency, and with the resultant knowledge sharing, reduce the fears of loss of sovereignty within a regional integration framework. Thus, in today's fragile business environment within the South Pacific, despite the conventional drawbacks of the Internet, it is deemed to be the key resource on which to renew the regions' integration initiatives.
Once organisations establish a sustainable and affordable Internet-based IT infrastructure, they would be in a position to leverage modern IT technologies such as the Web 2.0 tools and cloud computing resources. These technologies provide significant opportunities to improve cross-border communication and collaboration. The Web 2.0 tools allow users to interact and collaborate with each other in a social environment (Kane et al., 2009 ). The results of interacting with these tools are rich communities who are able to contribute proactively to current issues and concerns. While the Web 2.0 tools provide the benefit of allowing users to engage in seamless and transparent communication, cloud computing resources are transforming the way in which applications are developed, used and maintained. Cloud computing refers to the provision of software applications and data storage capacity to communities through the Internet (Greengard, 2010) . The providers house and maintain these applications, reducing the burden of software development, software maintenance and data management from application users (Marston et al., 2011) .
The South Pacific Region
The South Pacific, or sometimes also referred to as Oceania is a large and diverse area comprising of many small islands scattered over the largest ocean in the world -The Pacific Ocean. For this study, we define the South Pacific as including countries within the ethnic groups of Melanesia, Polynesia, Micronesia and Australia. Collectively, this region has a total population of over 35 million and a total land area of 8.5 million km 2 (The United Nations, 2011). With the exception of Australia and New-Zealand, the rest of the countries within the Pacific region are classified as Small Island Developing States (SIDS) (The United Nations, 2011). These economies are characterised by small isolated land masses, low resource base, small but increasing populations, environmental fragility and vulnerability to external shocks (Briguglio, 1995) . The economic and environmental vulnerability faced by SIDS poses a significant challenge to achieving long-term sustainable development in the region. Regional integration initiatives are espoused as a potential solution to these issues. Pooling the resources of SIDS with the assistance from Australia and New Zealand will greatly assist the Pacific region adapt to economic and environmental variability. It is also crucial that the Pacific leverage the latest technological advancements that can facilitate cross-border communication and collaboration. This is especially so as the world is in the midst of a renaissance of IT innovation. The proliferation of IT tools, which facilitate communication and collaboration, is abounding. If leveraged appropriately, the dynamic capabilities embodied in these technologies, can significantly assist SIDS in achieving regional integration. In the South Pacific, the adoption of collaborative technologies has been relatively slow. This is due to the dynamic nature of such technologies and the reservations some have over the relevance and utility of such technologies in the South Pacific. While this resistance maybe understandable, these technologies provide significant opportunities to these SIDS. The South Pacific needs to keep pace with these rapid developments, and needs to embrace modern IT tools to achieve economic progress. Embedding these technologies in the regional integration efforts presents a holistic perspective of the importance of these technologies to developing economies.
Theoretical Framework
Extant work on regional integration emerges from the functionalism theoretical framework. The functionalist approach sees the various stakeholders as the most significant players in the regional integration efforts (Akpan-Obong et al., 2009 ). This framework acknowledges the important role of IT in facilitating regional integration, but does not present a solid framework for IT-backed regional integration on its own. Aside, development theories, like the theory of modernisation, also contribute to the development of a framework for IT-backed regional integration. Modernisation theory asserts the need for structural changes to facilitate growth. The dependency theory suggests that underdevelopment is a product of unequal relationship of exchange and dependence that exists between parties to regional integration. We posit that the Internet technologies, and subsequent social networking and cloud computing technologies act as the ideal vehicle to eradicate these inequalities and foster equitable dependence amongst the parties.
The theory of functionalism has the rationale of achieving peaceful relations among warring nation-states. But, with this, a global community emerges through an administrative network that better serves human needs (Pentland, 1973) . Technological advances and the functional need to cooperate would drive this administrative network. Functionalism, therefore, provides some tentative explanation of how IT might enhance an understanding of regional economic integration processes. The functionalist perspective assumes that the most significant actors are citizens who, in utilising networks of communication and transportation, cooperate and integrate the systems across borders. A functionalist approach also facilitates an examination of integrative schemes aimed at infrastructure development. It can transcend infrastructure to reflect the ways in which citizens and groups interact to achieve and utilise the expected outcomes of integrative schemes. These outcomes are not possible without a communication infrastructure that promotes sharing of knowledge. While this approach recognises the role of IT tools like the Internet and Web 2.0 tools, it does not relay how we could utilise these tools to achieve the expected outcomes, and importantly sustain such outcomes.
Development theories focus on issues of economic, social, and political development in countries in the periphery (Akpan-Obong et al., 2009) . These theories seek to account for the uneven pattern of development worldwide and to recommend measures to overcome underdevelopment (Martinussen, 1997) . One such theory, the modernisation theory, considers internal factors in its explanation of underdevelopment and therefore prescribed internal changes to facilitate growth. However, its focus on internal constraints to development overlooked the structure of the international political economy and the processes through which it adversely affected the development efforts (Akpan-Obong et al., 2009) . Dependency theory argues that underdevelopment is created by the unequal relationship of exchange and dependence that exists between core countries and those in the periphery (Dos Santos, 1998) .
Importantly, amalgamation of the functionalism and development theories provides the ideal framework to suggest a model of IT-backed regional integration for the countries of the South Pacific. The theoretical frameworks focus on intra and inter relationships between the players and resources, and ways in which countries could focus on their competences and resources to develop an integrative pool of resources. However, to sustain this integrative capacity, the players would need to develop and sustain their IT competencies. To do this, the integration partners need to identify the synergy between their IT-related competencies to develop an overall capacity of regional integration. We use this amalgamated theoretical framework to suggest the eventual IT-backed regional integration for the countries of the South Pacific. However, the success of IT-enabled regional integration efforts is dependent upon the existing infrastructure, institutions and ultimately the acceptance of the initiative by the individuals. For this reason, as a first step in suggesting an IT-backed regional integration model for the South Pacific, we investigate the perceptions of the stakeholders on the antecedents of past regional integration failures, and key factors to consider to ensure the success for an ITbacked regional integration in the South Pacific.
Research Design
A common way to unpacking the diversity of issues involved in regional integration in the South Pacific is to undertake a case study based approach. The case study based approach is used as our study is exploratory in nature (Yin, 1994) . The research seeks to explore the complex issues relating to the role of IT, and specifically the Internet, in facilitating regional integration in the South Pacific. Regional integration involves a myriad of actors and stakeholders. The actors include regional organisations, the public sector, the private sector and international donor agencies. To obtain a diversified set of views on past and intended regional integration efforts, we identified and approached fourty contacts from the regional organisations, the public and private sector, and the international funding agencies. We developed this purposeful sampling frame to include organisations from the South Pacific region with interest in financing for capital development, infrastructure development, trade and commerce, telecommunications, and regional human resource management. Twenty-five contacts responded and accepted our interview requests. These twenty-five individuals come from five countries within the Pacific region. We conducted semi-structured interviews that lasted an average of fourty five minutes. Table 1 presents demographic data on the interviewees. Due to the geographic dispersion of the interviewees, we adopted face-to-face, telephone and video conferencing interview methods. An interview schedule was sent to the interviewees beforehand. The questions elicited the interviewees' general views on reasons for hindrances in regional integration in the Pacific and perceptions of web based technologies as a potential solution.
We transcribed and analysed the interview data for its thematic content, which involved identification of a number of conceptions relating to possible factors that has hindered past efforts of regional integration in the South Pacific, and opportunities and issues for an IT-backed regional integration infrastructure. The conceptions emerged using the following steps (Dey, 1993) . First was the establishment of the unit of analysis, which were the concepts from the interviewee's expressions ranging from a few words to complete sentences. The second step was code attachment, which act as labels on the unit of analysis and represent the conceptions prevalent in that section of text. The third step involved conception categorisation into broader conceptions. These above steps involved an iterative process of reading and analysing the interview transcripts. We also provided copies of the transcribed notes and thematic analysis to the interviewees for verification and additional comments to ensure validity of our analysis. 
Results and Discussion
The purpose of the case study based approach was to obtain a deeper understanding of the antecedents of current state of regional integration in the South Pacific. We also wished to obtain perceptions of the key stakeholders on the opportunities and challenges of regional integration on an IT-backed infrastructure. This information will complement our theoretical framework to suggest a model of regional integration on an IT-backed infrastructure for the South Pacific. Table 2 presents the key issues relating to difficulties of past regional integration efforts in the South Pacific. We discuss these key issues relating to regional integration failures, and link this to stakeholders' perceptions on the opportunities and challenges of regional integration on an IT-backed infrastructure.
Impeding IT Infrastructure
A common concern raised by the interviewees was the lack of a viable and sustainable IT infrastructure in many SIDS. In the context of this study, IT infrastructure encompasses the hardware, software and the human components of the system. This problem has been discussed widely in extant literature as a major hindering factor in advancing IT related developments amongst developing countries. Parallel to the survey by the Pacific Island Forum Secretariat (PIFS) in 2002, majority of the interviewees believed that the current status of IT infrastructure is the major hindrance to achieving integration (PIFS, 2002 
Marginal Human IT Skills
The current status of IT infrastructure in the SIDS is directly related to the lack of human resources with technical IT skills. This assertion is supported by the (PIFS, 2002) when it highlighted that users lack knowledge in operating IT equipment and do not recognise the value of the IT systems. This problem is further exacerbated by the increasing rate of brain drain, where qualified personnel tend to opt for better opportunities in developed countries such as Australia and New Zealand. While the use of IT tools at a personal level is common in some developing economies, the same value of IT is not mirrored in organisational and national settings. There is a significant lag in radically reengineering business processes with modern IT tools at the organisational level, and this situation puts promising IT professionals in a valuable situation. This situation makes them opt for greener pastures abroad. This presents significant hindrance in establishing a national human IT skills capacity. Some interviewees shared the following: 
Disparity in Level of Development
Interviewees also noted that the varying level of development amongst SIDS is another hindering factor for regional integration. Mackie et al. (2010) noted that regional priorities are defined by member States and some countries might not consider regional strategies as a national priority. This is also true in the Pacific context as different SIDS are confronted with different budgetary constraints which need urgent attention, thus postponing the need for regional integration for later (PIFS, 2002 There is also evidence of a general lack of awareness of the value of IT amongst Pacific islanders (PIFS, 2002) . This problem is both evident at national as well as the community level. Governments of SIDS like many other developing countries fail to acknowledge the value of IT in development (Boon, 1992) . A report by the University of the South Pacific (USP) clearly indicates that many SIDS failed to appropriately incorporate information and communication technologies (ICT) in the primary and secondary curriculum resulting in the lack of awareness and support for ICT developments (USP, 2005) . The cost of facilitating the 'proper environment' for integration is a major concern for SIDS. The benefits of regional integration are widely acknowledged at the national level. The challenges however lie in the short term costs. Examples include loss of fiscal revenues and potential job losses due to market liberalisation may discourage commitments from countries (Mackie et al., 2010) . In addition the cost to access information is very expensive in the SIDS as compared to other regions (PIFS, 2002 
Frail Political Will
Lack of a strong political inhibits the translation of regional commitments and priorities into action. There seems to be consensus that country level issues undermine the potential of regional integration (Mackie et al., 2010 
Summary
The amalgamated theoretical framework consisting of the functionalism and development theories have informed us on how to leverage IT resources to facilitate regional integration. However, literature and theory provide inadequate guidance on the specific mechanics of leveraging modern web based technologies to facilitate regional integration in the South Pacific context. The case study approach affords the opportunity to obtain a deeper understanding of the environmental and contextual factors through the eyes of the actors and stakeholders. From this understanding, and complementing this to our theoretical framework, an appropriate regional integration model could be designed to embed IT-based solutions in these environments. Interviews with the main stakeholders involved in regional integration initiatives present the antecedents of the current health of regional integration in the South Pacific.
The main antecedents of unsuccessful regional integration efforts related to issues such as the poor IT infrastructure, the difference in the level of IT development amongst SIDS and the lack of awareness at both national and community levels. Government ICT agendas lack the need for investment in IT for proactive management of national and regional issues. Inadequate human IT capital, and continuous brain drain of IT professionals at the organisational and community level results in lack of appreciation and leverage of the invested IT resources. Monopolised telecommunication sectors also impede ITrelated development at all levels. Governments continually fail to recognise the potential of liberalised markets with strong private sector involvement as a vehicle to enhance IT developments in their countries. Issues of higher utility costs from linearisation would be cushioned by the availability of generic web-based digital communication tools.
Finally, the lack of political will and support has also been identified as a contributing factor that inhibits the transformation of regional initiatives into reality. A national agenda that builds into regional economic wellbeing is required to promote regional integration initiatives. Aside, the interviewees seem not concerned about security issues relating to increased focus on digital measures of managing the region. This is in contrast to extant literature which highlights security and privacy as the main concerns when adopting Web 2.0 tools and cloud based technologies. The lack of IT security concerns might be related to the lack of awareness and policies at the national level. To date, Tonga is the only country in the South Pacific with a legislation on cybercrime (Burese, 2012) . From the preceding discussion and analysis, we suggest the following factors as key enablers of regional integration on an ITenabled infrastructure. 
Conclusion
The Internet and today's collaborative IT resources present a great opportunity to radically transform the collaborative platforms at the organisational, national and regional levels. Regional integration has proved useful in Europe, and the Caribbean (Dion, 2004) . Much of their success stems from appropriate deployment of IT resources to foster open and transparent communication and collaboration platforms. Current global economic condition presents a compelling need for smaller developing economies to pool and share resources to manage the unpredictable shocks of the global economy. The study's theories suggest that building IT-related capabilities and integrating IT-related capabilities between regional partners will create synergistic benefits. Thus, the IT resources can act as a key facilitator of regional integration. However, the implementation of IT-based solution must take into account the context of the environment in which the ITbased solution will be implemented in. Employing a case study based approach, this study presents the key antecedents that have led to the past failures of regional integration initiatives in the South Pacific. These antecedents have emerged from rigorous analysis of interview transcripts of actors and stakeholders of regional integration in the South Pacific. The study has also identified five enabling factors for successful IT-backed regional integration for the South Pacific. These findings will aid towards development of a regional integration model on IT-backed infrastructure. This model could aid regional organisations and international organisations that fund IT and regional integration initiatives better identify the areas that need to be addressed to leverage current IT innovations to facilitate IT resource backed regional integration in the South Pacific. 
